Laboratory Lore and Research Practices in the Experimental
Analysis of Human Behavior: Use and Abuse of Subjects' Verbal Reports}
Michael Perone West Virginia University
The experimental analysis of behavior traditionally has focused on direct observation of overt responses that are defined mechanically and recorded automatically. By comparison, research in other areas of psychology employs a broader range of observational devices, including several in which subjects act as observers of their own behavior. The relative lack of self-report data in the experimental analysis of human behavior can be traced to the influence of the nonhuman research that has dominated experimental analysis in general. In the decade ending in 1981, about 93 percent of empirical papers in the Journal of the Experimental Analysis of Behavior involved nonhuman subjects (Buskist & Miller, 1982 )-a situation opposite that of other areas of psychology where human studies occupy ten times more journal space than nonhuman ones (Miller, 1985) . Some authors have criticized the failure of behavior analysts to exploit the verbal capability of their subjects as "an excessive reliance on an animal model of human functioning" (Bentall, Lowe, & Beasty, 1985, p. 178) . Whatever our judgement of it, the situation is clear: By comparison with general psychological research, behavior analytic research with humans has been quite restricted in the sorts of data it considers. Whereas other psychologists study a broad range of observations and make frequent use of subjects' self-reports, behavior analysts focus on directly observable instances of overt behavior.
VERBAL REPORTS AND BEHAVIOR ANALYSIS
Behavior analysts' interest in self-report data seems to be growing, however. I Reprints may be obtained from the author, Psychology Department, Box 6040, West Virginia University, Morgantown, WV 26506-6040.
I first became aware of this when Alan Baron and I submitted a paper to the Journal of the Experimental Analysis of Behavior (perone & Baron, 1980) . The work was concerned with conditioned reinforcement of human observing responses. We trained men on multiple schedules of monetary reinforcement and extinction; later the multiple-schedule stimuli were omitted unless the men performed observing responses that produced them. We found that the stimulus correlated with extinction functioned as a conditioned reinforcer, as did the stimulus correlated with reinforcement.
One of the reviewers commented as follows: "I was surprised that no verbal reports-summarizing what the subjects said they were doing and why -were presented. If available, they should be discussed." This struck me as an odd request. Why ask the subjects what they did, when the point of the study was to precisely measure what they did? If the subjects' reports had differed from our own observations, we would have had to reject the reports. On the other hand, if the reports had been consistent, little would have been added to our account of their behavior. The reviewer also suggested that we ask the subjects why they did as they did. Answering the question of why an instance of behavior occurs is the very business of experimental analysis. To the extent that subjects' behavior was under the control of the variables we manipulated, we believed that we already knew the answer.
Nevertheless, we could not resist asking a few questions at the end of the experiment. Remembering the classic controversy about whether awareness of contingencies is necessary for learning (Dulaney, 1968) , we wondered whether the subjects could describe the contingencies to which they had been exposed.
The interviews were informal, open-ended, and thoroughly unsystematic, but nothing the subjects said was reinforcing enough to shape a more scientific approach. Frankly, most of the remarks were uninterpretable. The subjects usually failed to answer even simple questions about the functions of the colored lamps we used to signal the periods of reinforcement and extinction. This was surprising because the men worked at a highly repetitive task, in a relatively impoverished environment, inside a 3 x 3 foot cubicle, 4 hours a day, 5 days a week, for at least 3 weeks. Compared to the world outside the laboratory, very little could happen here. One might expect the subjects to be able to describe this environment in some detail, but they could not.
We also collected systematic data on the subjects' verbal reports, but not the kind of reports the journal reviewer had in mind. Our experiment was part of a larger project concerned with operant analyses of job performance and drug use among industrial workers. In addition to the subjects' behavior on operant schedules, we were interested in their less conspicuous reactions to the laboratory manipulations. We described the experiment to them as a job simulation. At regular intervals we gave standard tests to measure mood and job satisfaction and also to monitor drug use. To encourage candid replies, we gave the subjects envelopes in which to seal the questionnaires and promised that we would not open them until the end of the study.
Among other things, we found that men previously classified as drug users did report consumption of illicit drugs, whereas men classified as nonusers did not. As the 4-hour work day passed, subjects reported increasing levels of tension, depression, anger, fatigue and confusion, and decreasing levels of vigor. Perhaps most interesting, we found that reports of satisfaction with the simulated job were positively correlated with the subjects' satisfaction with their real jobs in industry. We interpreted our findings as demonstrating the external validity of laboratory studies, in that subjects reacted similarly to real and simulated jobs (Perone, DeWaard, & Baron, 1979) .
Such data are, of course, limited. As verbal responses to questionnaires, their relationship to other aspects of behavior is uncertain. For example, one may ask about the degree to which job satisfaction scores correspond to a worker's absenteeism, productivity, or likelihood offiling a grievance. Furthermore, the responses were grouped for statistical analysis. Group averages, even statistically significant ones, do not necessarily portray the behavior of the individuals within the groups. Perhaps the greatest limitation was the correlational nature of the study. We did not take control of the subjects' reactions to the real and simulatedjobs; at best we only measured them and noted certain regularities.
USE OF VERBAL REPORTS
Although generally neglected by behavior analysts, self-report data can be used in many ways. Four uses are especially prominent in the literature.
Observation of Behavior
First, self-report data may provide the only practical means of observing certain forms of behavior. In our correlational study, we asked subjects to report on their consumption of illicit drugs. Although such behavior is overt, it is not likely to occur in public and it would seem to be difficult to observe in the laboratory. It seems reasonable to ask subjects to report on instances of such behavior, but of course the way in which the reports are evoked is of paramount importance ifreliability and validity are to be assured (cf. Baron & DeWaard, 1976) . Collecting data on illegal and secretive activities such as drug use may be an extreme example, but the considerations described here apply as well to other naturally occurring behavior that takes place in private, as well as to subject characteristics that are difficult to ascertain directly, such as age, class standing, and health.
A second use of self-reports is to collect data on global characteristics of behavior
